immanent conversion would herald Christ's second coming. 15 However, scripture also provided the foundation for centuries of stigmatization in England and across Europe: according to the gospel of John, the Jews were 'of [their] father the deuill', 16 and the depiction of Jews as morally abject, physically monstrous, and socially aberrant in Christian sermons, literature, art, and popular culture perpetuated this diabolical association. 17 Many of the medieval narratives about the Jews -such as their abduction and crucifixion of Christian children, their ritual use of Christian blood, their desecration of the eucharistic host, their poisoning of Christian wells and spreading of infectious disease, as well as acts of cannibalism and sorcery -survived in England long after their official expulsion in 1290 and into the seventeenth century, as did assumptions about their distinctive physical features. For example, belief in the existence of a characteristic Jewish stench or foetor judaicus was supposedly widespread enough for Thomas Browne to justify an entire chapter on the question whether 'Jews stinck naturally' in his Pseudodoxia Epidemica (London, 1646). 18 To capitalize on this symbolic potential, other national, social, and religious groups in early modern England variously aligned themselves -and maligned others -as Jews or 'judaizers'. 19 Belief in their own divine election and a shared experience of persecution and survival in diaspora allowed Calvinists and other Protestant minorities to identify readily with the Jews, while Christians on all sides of the confessional divide pilloried one another in terms of perceived Judaic recidivism. English xenophobia also frequently expressed the economic and political threats posed by aliens in Jewish terms. The so-called Dutch Church Libel of 1593, for example, likened London's immigrant population to 'the Jewes' that 'eat us vp as bread' through 'vsery' and mercantilism. 20 Many perceived usury as a peculiarly Jewish crime, 21 rendering the terms 'Jew' and 'usurer' synonymous in England long after the Jews were officially expelled, despite the fact that Christians had taken up the practice of moneylending in their absence -as Conscience laments in The Three Ladies, 'usury is made tolerable amongst Christians as a necessary thing' (10.25). 22 The irony was not lost on early modern commentators: Thomas Wilson, for example, reminded readers in 1572 that usury was the reason Jews 'were hated in England, and so banyshed worthelye' before calling for their contemporary Christian counterparts -those 'Englishmen … worse then Jewes' -to suffer a similar fate. 23 
Staging a/the Jew in 1581
Where does The Three Ladies fit within this constellation of competing and contradictory Elizabethan attitudes toward Jews? With the exception of Stephen Gosson's description of a now lost alternative ending to The Three Ladies, 24 no accounts of the play in performance survive, leaving only the extant playbooks, printed in 1584 (Q1) and 1592 (Q2), as the basis for speculation. Unlike the early printed editions of both The Jew of Malta (Q 1633) and The Merchant of Venice (Q 1600; F1 1623), in which a number of speech headings for Barabas and Shylock respectively are replaced with the identity 'Jew' instead, 25 both Q1 and Q2 of The Three Ladies consistently mark Gerontus's speeches with the abbreviated form 'Geron.' The name 'Gerontus' itself is not demonstrably Jewish, 26 though its similarity to 'Gernutus', a Jewish usurer bearing little further resemblance and the subject of a broadside ballad -printed in the 1620s but of uncertain date of composition and relationship to The Merchant of Venice -has been noted. 27 In fact, the word 'Jew' and its derivatives 'Jews', 'Jewry', and 'Jewishness' occur a total of ten times throughout the play: eight times in dialogue (1.14, 9.7, 12.19, 12.22, 12.24, 14.49, 14.49, 14.59 ) and twice in stage directions (9 sd, 12 sd). The first of these instances appears in the stage direction opening scene 9, 'Enter Mercadorus, the Merchant, and Gerontus, a Jew' (9 sd), a scene in which Gerontus identifies himself as a Jew when he admonishes Mercadorus to be more ethical in his business dealings: 'Surely, if we that be Jews should deal so one with another, / We should not be trusted again of our own brother' (7) (8) .
Whereas Mercadorus's appearance is prescribed as 'like an Italian Merchant' (3.0 s.d.), 'the Merchant' (9.0 s.d.) and later described as 'in Turkish weeds ' (14.13) , the text provides no descriptions of Gerontus -that is, unless the words 'a Jew' (9.0 s.d.) and 'the Jew' (12.0 s.d.) following his name in the stage directions are intended to convey the appearance of a stock character type. 28 The existence of such a traditional character type in the Elizabethan drama -in which Jews were costumed with prosthetic hooked noses, red hair, beards, and gabardineshas become axiomatic in modern scholarship, and Smith, like Charles Edelman before her, prudently advises that this is perhaps an 'invented tradition' with 'very little archival or historical basis'. 29 The lack of evidence cuts both ways, however, and absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. The dialogue has already established Gerontus is a Jew, so why is this detail necessary to repeat in the stage directions? There are later instances in the early modern drama where the word 'Jew' is used to indicate costuming in this way. 30 Neither Edelman nor Smith considers The Devil's Law-Case in their analysis. Webster's play postdates the appearance of Gerontus, Barabas, and Shylock -as well as other Elizabethan and early Jacobean stage Jews -and therefore cannot be cited as evidence for any tradition that may have informed The Three Ladies. Nevertheless, it is not implausible to concede that insistence on Gerontus's Jewishness in the stage directions may suggest reliance upon an existing convention of costuming and perhaps also served as an actors' prompt. 31 As Jean MacIntyre observes, The Three Ladies 'calls for multiple changes not only for doubling but also to show the characters' changing moral states as their social status changes', employing 'exotic attire' in the form of 'loose overgarments, headgear, and hand properties' to indicate the 'foreignness' of the Italian merchant, the Jew, and the Turkish judge -so-called '"occupational" roles' -and to allow 'the rapidly doubling actors to change'. 32 Unless new evidence is forthcoming, we may never know for sure how Jews were costumed on the early modern stage, whether a recognizable convention existed, or what 'loose overgarments, headgear, and hand properties' were necessary to distinguish Gerontus from non-Jewish characters in The Three Ladies. Biblical Jews aside, 33 Gerontus is the earliest extant Jewish role in the Elizabethan drama. Gosson describes an earlier play, The Jew, 'representing the greedinesse of worldly chusers, and bloody minds of Usurers' that was staged at the Bull in or before 1579, 34 but nothing is known about the identity of the titular character or how (presuming a male character) he was costumed. A blank theatrical history such as this allows for much speculation: how might Robert Wilson, Leicester's Men, or indeed, their Elizabethan audiences expect a Jewish merchant in Turkey to look?
By the time The Three Ladies was first staged in 1581, Nicolas de Nicolay's richly illustrated travel narrative was already a bestseller: first printed in French (Lyon, 1567-68; second edition Antwerp, 1576), two Italian editions followed (Antwerp, 1577; Venice, 1580), before an English translation was published as The Nauigations, peregrinations and voyages, made into Turkie (London, 1585). 35 Nicolay dedicates a chapter to 'the Merchant Iewes dwelling in Constantinople and other places of Turkie and Grecia', in which he describes their number and wealth as 'a thing marueilous and incredible', multiplying at rates to rival the monetary interest gained through usury, with the result that 'at this present day they haue in their handes the most and greatest trafique of merchandize and readie money' in the Levant. 36 He remarks upon the presence of marranoes or crypto-Jews 'of late banished and driuen out of Spaine & Portugale' in terms of the 'detriment and damage' this poses to Christendom, since these Jews, in addition to bringing 'workemen of all artes, and handicraftes moste excellent', have also passed information on to the Turks: 'diuers inuentions, craftes and engines of warre, as to make artillerie, harquebuses, gunne pouder, shot, and other munitions'. 37 After rehearsing the standard litany of charges against 'this detestable nation of the Iewes', as 'men ful of all malice, fraude, deceit, and subtill dealing, exercising execrable vsuries amongst the Christians and other nations without any consciences or reprehention', Nicolay then describes their appearance:
The Iewes which dwell in Constanstinople [sic], Andrinpole, Bursia, Salonica, Gallipoli, & other places of the dominion of the great Turke, are all apparrelled with long garments, like vnto the Gretians, and other nations of Leuant, but for their mark and token to be knowen fro[m] others, they weare a yealow Tulbant. 38 This description is accompanied by an illustration, captioned 'Marchant Juif', 'Mercante Giudeo', or 'A Merchant Iewe' in the French, Italian, and English editions respectively (see Figure 1) , and referred to in the text as 'one of those [Jews] that carie cloath to sell through the citie of Constantinople'. 39 If Wilson and/or Leicester's Men were concerned with verisimilitude, a yellow turban as described by Nicolay may have served as suitably distinctive headgear for the actor playing Gerontus to don. After Nicolay -and possibly, as argued here, The Three Ladies -the description of Barabas' hat as a gift from the 'Great Cham' in The Jew of Malta, which strongly suggests it is a turban, 40 and the frontispiece to Thomas Coryate's travel narrative, Coryate's Crudities (London, 1611), which 'includes a picture of a Jew in a turban' chasing a Christian with a knife, provide further pictorial evidence to 'support the notion that Jews were known in England to wear turbans'. 41 If not a turban, yellow garb of some kind was just as likely to signal Jewishness to an Elizabethan audience -even those unfamiliar with the restrictions in the Ottoman Empire -because the colour had become associated with the Jews ever since the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 compelled them to wear yellow badges throughout Christendom. After the Council of Vienna in 1267, Jews in Christian lands were also required to wear distinctive horned hats or 'pileum cornutum'. Representations of Jews, marked by yellow apparel and characteristic headgear, were readily available in early modern England: for example, a fragment of a fifteenth-century stained-glass shield at Great Malvern Priory Church in Malvern, Worcestershire, depicts a Jew wearing contemporary (that is, medieval) yellow garb spitting at Christ ( Figure  2 ). 42 However, if the actor playing Gerontus wore a turban, we may assume that he was not alone: the trial scene calls for a 'Judge of Turkey' (14.0 s.d.), and the dialogue establishes that Mercadorus is dressed 'in Turkish weeds' (13) -presumably the same 'Turk's apparel' mentioned earlier (12.23). How, then, might Gerontus's costume have been distinguished from that of the Turkish Judge and/or Mercadorus? In a chapter devoted to 'the Cadilesquers great Doctors of the lawe Lest readers misinterpret his description as praise or admiration, Nicolay concludes that the kadıaskers show 'in the[m] a great grauitie, ioyned with a fained holiness, casting foorth but few words', reflecting the 'euident and meare hypocrisie' of their 'lawe and religion altogeather'. 44 The accompanying illustration depicts a bearded kadıasker on horseback with a fine robe and distinctively layered turban (see Figure 3) . As the play's clown figure, Mercadorus likely wore an Italian costume that an Elizabethan audience presumably found risible to begin with; whether his adoption of 'Turkish weeds' in the trial scene was an opportunity for further amusement or not, we can probably assume that his new clothes were sufficiently different from those worn by Gerontus and the Judge. 45 
Argument, Counter-argument, and Conclusions
The case for the play's antisemitism requires establishing its deployment of derogatory Jewish stereotypes and beliefs. Though the terms were synonymous in Elizabethan England, casting Gerontus as both a usurer and a Jew is perhaps evidence enough -his Jewish identity is rendered unnecessary by the historical practice of moneylending at interest by Christians and Ottoman Muslims, 46 as referenced in the play itself: 'interest is allowed amongst you Christians, as well as in Turkey' (14.32). As detailed in the previous section, Gerontus's costume (about which we may never be certain) may also have relied upon established conventions used to distinguish Jews from non-Jews, of which many derive from legal restrictions, such as the prescription of particular clothing. We may also infer that his name -from the Greek gerōn, or 'old man' -suggests Gerontus was bearded; however, as Elliott Horowitz has shown, changing fashions in Christendom and the emergence of a new cultural 'other' in the beardless peoples of the New World began to displace the medieval association between beards and non-Christians. 47 The Three Ladies contains echoes of other antisemitic narratives: when Mercadorus curses Gerontus as a 'sitten, scald, drunken Jew!' (12.19) , this recalls an association between Jews and excrement -'sitten' is an aphetic form of 'beshitten' -still current in early modern England, evidenced in the belief that Jews emitted a noxious scent and in the tale of the Jew of Tewkesbury, an event reported to have occurred in 1257 but frequently retold. John Foxe relates this story in his Actes and Monuments as follows:
out. And so Lord Richard Earle of Glocester, hearing therof, would not suffer him to be drawne out on Sundaye for reuerence of the holy day. And thus the wretched superstitious Jewe remayning there tyll mondaye, was found dead in the doung. 48 This notion of the 'excremental' Jew, as Jonathan Gil Harris has argued, informs a number of literary, dramatic, and anecdotal materials linking the fear of Jewish infiltration with enemas and sodomy, such as Barabas' betrayal of Malta by 'gain[ing] entry to the body politic through apertures that are subtly coded as its anus' and leading the Ottoman troops through the sewers. 49 Another antisemitic aspect of the play may be found in Gerontus's invocation of Muhammed when he threatens Mercadorus with legal action: 'Truly pay me my money, and that even now presently, / Or by mighty Mahomet I swear I will forthwith arrest ye' (12.3-4) . Late medieval and early modern Christian polemics routinely conflated Jews with other 'infidels' and 'enemies of Christ' in general, and with Muslims in particular. 50 One of the symptoms of this, as Michael Mark Chemers has shown, is that Jewish characters in early English drama 'seem to take a particular delight in the invocation of Muhammed specifically as a curse or to throw weight behind a threat'. 51 Antisemitic belief in the inability of Jews to properly or sincerely shed their Hebrew faith after conversion -whether to Christianity or Islam -may also explain Gerontus's inappropriate oath: Peter the Venerable had proclaimed 'a Jew is not a Jew until he converts to Islam', after all. 52 Although performed some thirty years after The Three Ladies, Robert Daborne's A Christian Turned Turk provides a striking example in the character of Benwash, a Jewish merchant living in Tunis who has converted to Islam to safeguard his wife against the predations of the Turks: 'I bought my liberty, renounced my law / (The law of Moses), turned Turk -all to keep / My bed free from these Mahometan dogs' (6.74-6). 53 Despite his conversion, Benwash is never once referred to as a Muslim or Turk. Instead, other characters refer to him directly as 'Jew' throughout the play (5. (6.411) , and is made a cuckold whilst 'in the Synagogue' (373). Beyond the dialogue, Benwash's Jewish identity is emphatically confirmed in print: the 1612 Quarto consistently uses 'Jew' as his speech prefix. In fact, the only references to Benwash as a Turk are those made by Benwash himself, but these are either equivocal or contradictory: he warns an officer to 'know a Turk's wife from a Christian's' (428), threatens his adulterous wife with 'I swore as I was a Turk, and I will cut your throat as I am a Jew' (16.74-75) and, in his last words, 'Bear witness, though I lived a Turk, I die a Jew' (213).
The argument that The Three Ladies of London is not antisemitic and is perhaps even philosemitic in its treatment of Jews rests upon interpreting Gerontus as a virtuous character. To do so, critics typically draw attention to his apparent generosity in forgiving Mercadorus his debt, an act variously characterized as 'wildly unrealistic', 54 'an example of moneylending conducted in an ethical manner', 55 and one driven by a desire not to witness him 'forsak[ing] his faith'. 56 Gerontus has even been described as taking Mercadorus to court 'reluctantly'. 57 But how selfless, generous, and reluctant is this act? When Gerontus first threatens Mercadorus with legal action, he dismisses the merchant's initial plea for an extension of 'tree or four days' to conduct 'much business in hand' (12.6) with 'Tush, this is not my matter; I have nothing therewith to do. / Pay me my money, or I'll make you' (7) (8) , promising to post officers outside his lodgings 'so that you cannot pass by' and to take him to 'prison' should the debt remain unpaid (9) (10) . It is only after this exchange that Mercadorus announces his plan to turn Turk to avoid repayment of the loan -since 'if any man forsake his faith, king, country, and become a Mahomet, / All debts are paid' (14.15-16) 58 -to which Gerontus reacts with disbelief: 'This is but your words, because you would defeat me; / I cannot think you will forsake your faith so lightly' (12.15-16) . This disbelief spurs Gerontus to take his leave to 'try [Mercadorus's] honesty' (17) , arguably forcing Mercadorus's hand. It is only after this point that the audience is made aware of Lady Lucre's letter, requesting that Mercadorus 'cozen de Jew for love a her' (22) , but this is irrelevant -can Gerontus's actions in this scene be said to be those of a patient, generous, reluctant, or ethical character?
Gerontus's motivation in forgiving the debt is equally questionable. He is not necessarily 'horrified at the thought that he has caused a man to repudiate the faith to which he was born', 59 or 'revealed to be more ethical and merciful than the Christian merchant', 60 but releases Mercadorus from the bond because he 'would be loath to hear the people say, it was 'long of me / Thou forsakes thy faith' (14.38-39) . Conversion to one faith means apostasy from another, and, as Nabil Matar reports, 'the punishment for apostasy in Islam, as it was in Christianity, was death'. 61 Death -even the threat of death -is not good for business, and, given that his clientele include Christian merchants, Gerontus's fears of being blamed for Mercadorus's apostasy may easily be read in an economic light.
Whereas Shylock relies upon the threat posed to legal precedent should his suit be denied -'If you deny me, fie upon your law: / There is no force in the decrees of Venice' (4.1.100-01) 62 -a further commercial incentive for Gerontus to forgive the debt may be to avoid the threat of establishing such a legal precedent for other potential customers to follow. To forgive Mercadorus his debt is thus rendered a shrewd fiscal maneuver: although he forfeits the principal and interest -but not, as in The Merchant of Venice, his livelihood -Gerontus secures his future business by ensuring that should 'the people say' anything, they, like the judge, might focus on his apparent act of kindness -his perceived ability to 'excel in Christianity' (14.49) -and not on the threat feigned or actual conversion poses to his contractual relationships. Tobias P. Graf has recently argued that conversion to Islam indeed voided such contractual relationships in the early modern period, evidenced 'by numerous cases of debtors who, after having embraced [Islam] , often saw their debts reduced or written off entirely'. 63 To minimize the financial loss and contractual uncertainty posed by converts to Islam, a number of Christian states negotiated with the Ottoman Empire to establish formal procedures for redress. For example, 'the regularity of such conversions' to Islam by Venetian merchants 'to avoid paying debts and returning goods', Eric R. Dursteler reports, 'led the baili' (the Venetian ambassador) to 'obtain a firman' (an Islamic royal mandate) 'stating that if Venetian agents turned to Islam, their goods were to be returned to their principals'. 64 The capitulations renewed in 1662 between Charles II and Mehmed IV introduced similar provisions for the English:
An Englishman turning Mahometan, & hauing goods, or estate in his hands belonging to his English Principalls, those goods or estate shall bee deliuered into the hands of the Embassadour, or Consul that they may conuey, & make them good to the true owners. 65 Whether to avoid the stigma of apostasy or setting a legal precedent, Gerontus's final admonishment to Mercadorus bears such economic readings out: rather than denounce Mercadorus's feigned conversion, he advises only that the merchant 'Seek to pay, and keep day with men, so a good name on you will go' (14.53). In other words, Gerontus is less concerned for Mercadorus's soul than for his 'good name', that is, his credit.
Critics also typically interpret the Judge's closing remark, 'Jews seek to excel in Christianity, and Christians in Jewishness' (14.49), as praise for Gerontus' morality set against Mercadorus's chicanery. To do so not only ignores the fact that the Judge 'reassuringly keeps the categories of Jew and Christian intact while scrambling their occupants', 66 but by equating Jewishness with falseness and economic trickery, the Judge also reinscribes antisemitic beliefs in the impossibility of sincere Jewish conversion and the economic threat Jews posed to Christendom through deceit.
What conclusions, if any, might be drawn from all this? If the preceding arguments and counter-arguments suggest anything, it is that The Three Ladies poses more Jewish questions than it answers. This is partly due to an absence of evidence -a critical lacunae too tantalizing to leave unfilled -and partly, I think, because on some level we want the play to stand as an exception to the antisemitism overwhelmingly present elsewhere in the early modern drama. The paucity of historical and theatrical evidence that has enabled critical assumptions about Elizabethan antisemitism in The Merchant of Venice to become axiomatic (as Edelman and Smith have shown) is the same that has allowed philosemitism to dominate scholarly assessment of The Three Ladies, ignoring the ambiguities and exaggerating the available evidence -scant though it may be -in both plays.
